Peanuts and tree nuts (cashew, walnut, almond, pecan, pistachio, brazil nut, hazelnut, macadamia) contain protein that can cause an allergic reaction in a small number of children. Severity of allergic reactions to tree nuts and peanuts can vary, however reactions can be severe and trace amounts can trigger symptoms in highly sensitive people. Peanut is a common trigger of a very severe reaction called anaphylaxis. This is a reaction that involves the breathing system and the heart system and can involve difficulty breathing, throat swelling or a drop in blood pressure. Avoiding nuts can be problematic as nut products can be an unlikely ingredient in many commercial food products.
The only proven treatment for peanut and tree nut allergies is strict avoidance. Although nuts are a good source of protein, iron and some vitamins, removing them from the diet has little affect on overall nutritional intake for most children.
It is possible to be allergic to one or several nuts. Your doctor will tell you which nuts you should avoid based on allergy testing and your child's age. Some allergy doctors may recommend avoidance of all nuts as avoidance of individual nuts can be difficult in young children (<2yrs), particularly if other carers are involved such as crèche and grandparents.
Will my child grow out of their allergy?
Although once considered to be a lifelong allergy, recent studies show that up to 20% of children with peanut allergy can outgrow it. The doctors will determine whether your child has grown out of their allergy by a combination of skin testing and food challenge with peanut or tree nuts. Skin tests may be repeated every 1-2 years. Challenges should only be performed by experienced medical staff with emergency resuscitation medications and facilities available. Refined nut oils (not cold pressed) have been shown to be safe for people with nut allergies as the protein part is removed during processing. Unfortunately it can be difficult to determine how well the oil is processed. It is best to avoid nut oils if you have a severe allergy. Coconut NO. Coconut comes from the seed of the drupaceous fruit Nutmeg NO. Nutmeg is obtained from the seed of the drupaceous fruit Water chestnuts NO. Despite the name water chestnuts are not a nut and come from the edible portion of a plant root. Beans, legumes and pulses NO. Although soy, lentils and peas come from the same family as peanuts, the majority of peanut allergic people can eats these foods safely. Sesame Seeds Not always, although an allergy to sesame seed is common in people with a peanut allergy. Hummus dip and tahini contain sesame seeds.
AVOIDING PEANUT AND TREE NUTS
ALWAYS check the ingredients list every time you buy the food as the ingredients of the product may change. Be aware that other words may be used for peanut and tree nuts in other countries. Eg. Peanuts may be referred to as monkey nuts or ground nuts.
"May contain traces of nut" statements
These statements are used by manufacturers to indicate that the product may be contaminated with peanut or other nuts through processing and packaging. At present these statements are voluntary and there are no clear guidelines for companies regarding how and when to use them. The wording of the statements makes it very difficult to determine your level of risk and a product that does not contain the statement may be no safer than a product that does. The chances of having a significant allergic reaction through contamination during processing are extremely unlikely. People with severe or anaphylactic reactions should use these products with caution. The only safe alternative is extremely limiting as it would be to not include any commercial food products in your child's diet.
SOURCES OF CONTAMINATION WITH PEANUT AND OTHER NUTS
• Children with severe reactions to peanut and other nuts can react to peanut and other nuts as a result of contamination to cooking surfaces and utensils such as knives, kitchen sponges, barbeques and benchtops with nut or nut products.
• Contact with someone who has recently eaten nuts can also cause a reaction.
• Margarine and butter containers can also be sources of contamination with nut products, particularly peanut butter.
• Picking nuts out of foods will still leave trace amounts of nut protein in the product and is not recommended.
• Crèche, day care centres and kindergartens may recommend strict handwashing after meals to prevent the transfer of trace amounts of peanut butter from hands to toys and craft materials etc..
